Thinking big: large-scale collaborative research in observational epidemiology.
Efforts to identify risk factors for chronic diseases have tended to involve observational studies characterised by relatively few disease outcomes. In the absence of individual studies of sufficiently large size, synthesis of available evidence from multiple smaller studies can help enhance statistical power and aid appropriate interpretation. While meta-analyses of published findings can help prioritize research hypotheses, they are inherently limited by the scale of the evidence available for review and by vulnerability to potential reporting biases. By contrast, collaborative analyses of individual participant data from a comprehensive set of relevant epidemiological studies can offer several advantages over moderately sized individual studies or meta-analyses of aggregated data. This review describes those advantages with reference to selected examples.